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ON-LINE INTERACTIVE SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
TRANSACTING BUSINESS 

Inventor: Dana B. Duncan 

RELATED DOCUMENTS 

This application claims the benefit of and priority to United States Provisional 
Application Serial Number 60/142,359, filed July 6, 1999. 

5 TECHNICAL FIELD 

The invention generally relates to a method for transacting business over a network, and 
more particularly, to a method which allows multiple buyers and sellers to transact business using 
an improved extranet system which organizes and utilizes clearinghouse, credit, shipping, 
transportation, and banking networks. 

10 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Many companies and individuals use various methods for transacting business over the 
Internet. Using the Internet to transact business provides a fast, efficient, and convenient means 
for the various parties to interact in an on-line environment. Generally, a seller offers products 

1 5 (goods, services, information or the like) on a website which is viewed by a buyer. If the buyer 
wishes to purchase the product, the buyer supplies a credit card number or other form of payment 
or credit to the seller. However, the seller then often is required to verify that the buyer's credit 
card account is authorized, bill for the product, collect the amount owed, arrange for 
transportation, obtain insurance on the goods shipment and track the shipment of the goods. 

20 Additionally, when the buyer uses its credit line to purchase the goods, the buyer's credit line is 
depleted until the buyer supplies payment for the goods or cancels the order. Oftentimes, the 
buyer or seller needs to find a financial institution to be involved in the transaction process. 
Moreover, for the parties involved, determining supply and demand while maintaining an 
appropriate inventory of goods is difficult. As such, buyers and sellers have encountered large 

25 expenses in, for example, storage fees, inventory costs, and disposal fees, especially in the 
perishable goods industry. 

One example of a perishable goods industry is the seafood industry. Typically, a seller 
receives inventory and contacts the buyer in order to make a sale. Once the transaction is 
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negotiated, the product is delivered to the buyer. The seller, however, usually waits 30-120 days 
after delivery to receive payment for the goods. As such, the seller* s money may remain tied up 
in delivered inventory until (if ever) payment is finally made by the buyer. In addition, poor 
transportation planning, data storage and retrieval, and communication have resulted in a waste 
5 of substantial amounts of time and money, which ultimately has a detrimental effect on the 
seafood distributors and the ultimate consumer. For example, current industry practice typically 
allows for frequent glut/shortage scenarios, where large unsold supplies in one area and 
unavoidable boom or bust catches of fishermen results in low prices for the fishermen and high 
prices and decreased quality (e.g., from storage and/or freezing) to the ultimate consumer. Thus, 
10 a method and system for efficient supply, demand, delivery and payment of perishable goods is 
needed to more evenly distribute the benefits and burdens of the impacted industty. 



SUMMARY OF AN EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENT 

The present invention includes a method for transacting business over a network 

1 5 between multiple buyers and sellers. In an exemplary embodiment, the invention operates 
within an improved extranet system which is a secure, limited access network which operates 
within the larger public packet switched network (Internet) and allows only registered buyers 
and sellers to access the website while the system communicates with, and takes advantage of, 
existing credit, billing, collection, clearinghouse, insurance, transportation, tracking and 

20 banking systems. The interactive database includes real-time information in connection with 
a transaction, where the buyer submits a request for product and the request for the product 
locks out the requested product from selection by any other buyers. 

The buyer information and purchase data is routed to a clearinghouse, which either 
approves or rejects the request based on the buyer's pre-existing profile and credit 

25 information. If the clearinghouse accepts the request, the shipper, buyer, and/or seller are 
notified. If the clearinghouse rejects the request, then the requested product is released. 
Notifying the shipper, the buyer, and/or the seller includes specifying pickup and delivery 
terms for the shipper, notifying the buyer of the approval of the request and specifying the 
purchase terms, delivering a product to the buyer, generating a delivery confirmation and 

30 sending the delivery confirmation to the financial institution, collecting a payment from a 

financial institution, and eventually distributing the payment to at least one of the interactive 
database, the clearinghouse, and the seller. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY DRAWING FIGURES 

The subject invention will hereinafter be described in the context of the appended drawing 
figures, wherein like numerals denote like elements, and: 
5 FIGURE 1 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of various parties transacting business 

over the Internet; 

FIGURE 2 illustrates a system for transacting business over the Internet in accordance 
with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 3 illustrates a flowchart for obtaining access rights to an interactive database in 
1 0 accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 4 illustrates a method for transacting business between a buyer ana 4 a seller using 
an interactive database in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 5 illustrates the continuation of the method for transacting business between a 
buyer and a seller using the interactive database in FIGURE 4 in accordance with an exemplary 
1 5 embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 6 illustrates a web page that the buyer and/or seller may encounter in attempting 
to access an interactive database in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present 
invention; 

FIGURE 7 illustrates a web page where the buyer may enter the type of seafood desired, 
20 make an individual selection or multiple selections, and purchase the desired seafood in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 8 illustrates a web page that the buyer and/or seller may encounter in selecting 
one or more products in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 
FIGURE 9 illustrates a web page including purchase order, shipping, and fee information 
25 in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 10 illustrates a web page including inventory that has been updated to reflect the 
buyer's confirmed choice for purchase in FIGURE 9 in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGURE 1 1 illustrates a system including an exemplary transaction between a seller and 
30 a buyer using an extranet in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 
and 
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FIGURE 12 illustrates a process flow diagram in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

5 In general, the present invention includes a unique method for transacting business 

over a network between multiple buyers and sellers. The system communicates with, and 
takes advantage of, existing credit, billing, collection, clearinghouse, insurance, transportation, 
tracking and banking systems to increase the distribution and financial process for buyers and 
sellers. The interactive database includes real-time information in connection with a 

1 0 transaction, where the buyer submits a request for product and the request for the product 

locks out the requested product from selection by any other buyers. One skilled'in the art will 
appreciate that product may include goods, services, information, digital data and/or the like. 
The buyer information and purchase data are routed to a clearinghouse, which either approves 
or rejects the request based on, for example, the buyer's pre-existing profile, order history, 

1 5 inspection information, credit information and/or the like. If the clearinghouse accepts the 
request, the shipper, buyer, and/or seller are notified. If the clearinghouse rejects the request, 
then the requested product is released. Notifying the shipper, the buyer, and/or the seller 
includes specifying pickup and delivery terms for the shipper, notifying the buyer of the 
approval of the request and specifying the purchase terms, delivering a product to the buyer, 

20 generating a delivery confirmation and sending the delivery confirmation to the financial 
institution, collecting a payment from a financial institution, and eventually distributing the 
payment to at least one of the interactive database, the clearinghouse, and the seller. 

In an exemplary embodiment, the present invention operates within an improved 
extranet system which is a secure, limited access network which operates within the larger 

25 public packet switched network (Internet) and allows only registered buyers and sellers to 

access the website. In contrast to many websites on the Internet which allow anyone to enter 
the website, use its functions or order products, extranet systems provide limited access to 
website functionality by requiring, for example, pre-registration and password entry. For 
example, one buyer (e.g., General Motors) may be involved in an extranet system with 

30 multiple suppliers (e.g., steel, glass, plastics, electronics, paint, rubber, etc.) and the buyer can 
request just in time needs to suppliers for production and shipment. Another version of an 
extranet system involves multiple sellers and buyers, wherein the sellers advertise products for 
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sale on a bulletin board or auction format. The seller then can sell its products to, for 
example, all buyers, the first buyer, or the highest bidder. However, this system often requires 
the sellers to approve the buyer's credit, bill for products, engage in collection activities, 
arrange for transportation and track the shipment of the goods. Additionally, these sites are 
5 often limited to non-perishable products and materials because the inventory is not distributed 
in a timely manner. Furthermore, after the seller and buyer are matched, further negotiations 
are needed to establish terms of sale and other details, thereby resulting in inefficient use of 
time with phone calls, emails and faxes. 

The present invention enhances extranet functionality by substantially reducing the 

1 0 sellers and buyers actions in the purchasing process by providing an integration of systems to 
maximize convenience and efficiency. In general, the present invention performs various 
functions for the sellers and buyers, thereby allowing real-time transactions. For example, the 
present invention pre-qualifies all participants, provides changes in prices and products, 
provides databases and financial relationships to assist in the collection and payment of funds 

1 5 within, for example, 2-10 days, and provides connections to transportation systems to enhance 
the scheduling and tracking of products. In an exemplary embodiment, the present system 
communicates with a shipper's (e.g., Federal Express™, and/or United Parcel Service 5 * 1 ) 
system and database to share its credit information, shipping information, tracking 
information, reporting functionality and banking relationships, thereby enhancing the 

20 functionality of the present invention. Because of the increased distribution and payment 

efficiencies, the present invention is well-suited for the distribution of perishable items, such 
as seafood. 

In an exemplary embodiment, the present invention collateralizes upon existing 
banking relationships of the shippers to provide for efficient payment and receipt of funds 

25 while minimizing currency exchange rate problems. Many international shippers (e.g., 
Federal Express SM , United Parcel Service SM ) have established an international network of 
banking relationships such that the shipper has an account and networked system with a bank 
in each industrialized country. Because it is difficult for individual buyers or sellers to 
establish a banking relationship in numerous countries, the present invention collateralizes and 

30 takes advantage of the shipper's pre-existing network by, with respect to Figure 11, 

establishing a communication link between interactive database 1 107, through clearinghouse 
1 109, to the shippers' banks 1111 systems. Clearinghouse 1 109 is any database, system, 
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network, or combination thereof suitably configured to receive or transmit data, communicate 
with other networks or databases or analyze the qualifications of a member of the present 
system. Moreover, clearinghouse 1 109 may be a separate system, incorporated into the 
interactive database 213, 1 107, incorporated into the shipper system 207, 1 108 or any 
5 combination thereof. 

In particular, when the buyer orders product and the seller is notified that sufficient 
funds exist, clearinghouse 11 09 instructs the bank to put a hold on the buyer's payment in the 
same country where the buyer is located. After the buyer receives and accepts the product by 
providing an electronic approval of the product shipment to the clearinghouse, the 

10 clearinghouse instructs the bank to release a portion of the buyer's funds/credit to the 

shipper's bank in the same country where the buyer's bank is located. During the same time 
period, the clearinghouse instructs the shipper's bank in the seller's country to release the 
payment to the seller's account. Also during the same time period, the clearinghouse instructs 
the shipper's bank in the host's (host of interactive database 1 107) country to release another 

1 5 portion of the buyer's payment to an account of the host as a transaction fee. Optionally, any 
of shipper's banks may retain its own transaction fees. Because the money is being released 
in the respective countries and not being transferred between countries, the problems 
associated with exchange rates are minimized. Furthermore, because the shipper obtains 
interest on the float of the buyer's money, the transaction fee payment to the host may be a 

20 portion of the interest earned, so the shipper and the host benefit from the transaction. One 
skilled in the art will appreciate that full payment or any portion thereof may be released to 
any one of the aforementioned banks. Moreover, upon release of the buyer's payment, the 
buyer is able to re-establish its line of credit, so that the buyer is able to purchase other goods 
without further delay. Similarly, if the buyer cancels the order or rejects the product, the hold 

25 on the buyer's payment (less any shipping or other incurred charges) is removed, thereby 
allowing the buyer to more quickly re-establish its line of credit. 

The present invention may be described herein in terms of functional block 
components and various processing steps. It should be appreciated that such functional blocks 
may be realized by any number of hardware and/or software components configured to 

30 perform the specified functions. For example, the present invention may employ various 
integrated circuit components, e.g., memory elements, processing elements, logic elements, 
look-up tables, and the like, which may carry out a variety of functions under the control of 
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one or more microprocessors or other control devices. Similarly, the software elements of the 
present invention may be implemented with any programming or scripting language such as 
q C++, Java, COBOL, assembler, PERL, or the like, with the various algorithms being 
implemented with any combination of data structures, objects, processes, routines or other 
5 programming elements. Further, it should be noted that the present invention may employ 
any number of conventional techniques for data transmission, si gnaling, data processing, 
network control, and the like. 

It should be appreciated that the particular implementations shown and described 
herein are illustrative of the invention and its best mode and are not intended to otherwise 

10 limit the scope of the present invention in any way. Indeed, for the sake of brevity, 

conventional data networking, application development and other functional aspects of the 
systems (and components of the individual operating components of the systems) may not be 
described in detail herein. Furthermore, the connecting lines shown in the various figures 
contained herein are intended to represent exemplary functional relationships and/or physical 

1 5 couplings between the various elements. It should be noted that many alternative or 

additional functional relationships or physical connections may be present in a practical 
electronic transaction system. 

To simplify the description of the exemplary embodiments, the invention is frequently 
described as pertaining to a system of electronic commerce rurining over the Internet- It will 

20 be appreciated, however, that many applications of the present invention could be formulated. 
One skilled in the art will appreciate that the network may include any system for exchanging 
data or transacting business, such as the Internet, an intranet, an extranet, WAN, LAN, 
satellite communications, and/or the like. The users may interact with the system via any 
input device such as a keyboard, mouse, kiosk, personal digital assistant, handheld computer 

25 (e.g., Palm Pilot®), cellular phone and/or the like. Similarly, the invention could be used in 
conjunction with any type of personal computer, network computer, workstation, 
minicomputer, mainframe, or the like running any operating system such as any version of 
Windows, Windows NT, Windows2000, Windows 98, Windows 95, MacOS, OS/2, BeOS, 
Linux, UNIX, or the like. Moreover, although the invention is frequently described herein as 

30 being implemented with TCP/IP communications protocols, it will be readily understood that 
the invention could also be implemented using IPX, Appletalk, IP-6, NetBIOS, OSI or any 
number of existing or future protocols. Moreover, while the exemplary embodiment will be 
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described as a system for sales and distribution of seafood using a specialized extranet, the 
system contemplates the use, sale or distribution of any goods, services or information over 
any network having similar functionality described herein. 

More particularly, with respect to FIGURE 1 , various parties transacting business over 
5 the Internet 1 1 3 are shown. The various parties include, for example, a first party 1 03, a 
second party 1 05, a third party 1 07, a fourth party 109, and an nth party 111. For example, 
first party 103 may be a buyer, second party 105 may be a seller, third party 107 may be a 
financial institution, fourth party 109 may be a shipper, and so on. The various parties may 
transact business with each other by using Internet 1 13 as a means of communication. As is 

10 well known in the art, Internet 1 1 3 is a compilation of networks that may communicate with 
one another or may include any system for exchanging data or transacting business, such as 
the Internet, an intranet, an extranet, WAN, LAN and/or the like. 

Referring now to FIGURE 2, a system 201 for transacting business over the Internet is 
provided in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. System 201 

15 includes a first party 203, such as a seller of goods; a second party 205, such as a buyer of 
goods; a third party 207, such as a distributor or shipper of goods; a fourth party 209, such as 
a clearinghouse for approval of members and interaction with the banking networks and 
shipper networks; and a fifth party 211, such as a financial institution. Although the various 
parties are illustrated as separate entities, one or more of the parties/entities may be combined 

20 (e.g., the financial institution, the clearinghouse, and the shipper of goods may be one 

party/entity). Of course, the transaction could just as easily involve services and either more 
or less parties than those illustrated. Each of first, second, third, fourth, and fifth parties 203, 
205, 207, 209, and 211, respectively, communicate via an interactive database 213 (also 
referred to as IDB) (interactive database 1 107 in Figure 1 1 has similar functionality). 

25 Furthermore, the clearinghouse is any database, system, network, or combination thereof 

suitably configured to receive or transmit data, communicate with other networks or databases 
or analyze the qualifications of a member of the present system. Moreover, clearinghouse 
may be a separate system, incorporated into the interactive database 213, 1 107, incorporated 
into the shipper system 207, 1 108 or any combination thereof. 

30 Interactive database 213 provides an on-line database for the various parties to access to 

assist in carrying out a transaction. For example, interactive database 213 may be stored on a 
server (not shown) such that each party may access interactive database 213 via the Internet. That 
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is, each party could access interactive database 213 via a web site for on-line interactive 
communication. Of course, interactive database 213 may be implemented in any number of 
communication systems, including wireless communication, packet switched networks (e.g., via 
an Internet Service Provider (ISP)), wired communication, intranet, extranet, and the like. To 
5 further illustrate the variety of communication media that interactive database 213 may be 
implemented in, cellular phones, lap tops, palm pilot® technology, modems, and the like may be 
used. In addition, such a web site may be implemented in, for example, different languages or 
in different countries. 

To understand an exemplary method of conducting business using system 201, FIGURE 

10 2 also illustrates the various steps in a transaction. First party 203 accesses interactive database 
213 (e.g., a web page) through Internet 113 and inputs information in connection with the 
transaction (step 221). Second party 205 submits a request for product, for example, in 
connection with the inputted information (step 222). Once a request for product is submitted, the 
request locks out the particular product from further selection by another buyer. In this manner, 

15 other requests for the exact same product will not have access to the locked out requested 
information, unless the requested information is subsequently released, as discussed below. Next, 
information is routed in connection with the request to a clearinghouse for approval, where the 
clearinghouse accepts or rejects the request (steps 223 and 224). For example, the clearinghouse 
may accept or reject the request based on a profile of the buyer, credit history of the buyer or 

20 inspection information. If the clearinghouse accepts the request, then at least one of first party 
203, second party 205, or third party 207 are notified, for example (step 225). Of course, 
notification could involve more parties, less parties, or different parties as well depending on the 
context in which system 201 is used. Alternatively, if the clearinghouse rejects the request, then 
the requested information is released so that the requested information is no longer locked out. 

25 Once the requested information is no longer locked out, then other parties may. request a product 
in connection with such released requested information. 

If the clearinghouse accepts the request, the product may then be delivered to second party 
205 (step 226). For example, if second party 205 is a buyer of goods, then step 226 would 
illustrate the delivery of the requested product to the buyer. Payment collection is illustrated in 

30 step 227, where payment may be due at the time of delivery of the request (e.g., the product) to 
the buyer. For example, at least one of the clearinghouse or the shipper may request payment 
from the buyer upon confirmation of delivery. Payment distribution may involve paying a fee 
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to first party 203, where first party 203 may be a seller (step 228). For example, if fifth party 21 1 
is a financial institution, fourth party 209 is a clearinghouse, and third party 207 is a shipper, then 
the financial institution pays the appropriate fee from the buyer's funds to any or all of the other 
parties involved. Thus, system 201 provides one method of transacting business in accordance 
5 with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

To better understand the different steps for transacting business over the Internet using 
system 201, it is first helpful to analyze the steps involved in gaining access to system 201 . For 
example, as discussed above, system 201 may be implemented in an extranet environment, where 
only users having predetermined access rights may access and use interactive database 213. 

10 FIGURE 3 illustrates a flowchart for obtaining access rights to interactive database 213 in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. Access rights may not be 
needed for viewing some features of interactive database 213; however, predetermined access 
rights may be imposed on various parties depending on the extent of control that is desired. For 
example, access to inventory, pricing, products, party profiles, and the like may require 

1 5 predetermined access rights. However, information on advertising, weather, rules and regulations 
relevant to the fishing and/or seafood industry, Fish & Game, Coast Guard, marine and fishing 
equipment, and the like may not require predetermined access rights. 

A worldwide membership application having a profile for a buyer and/or seller is submitted 
(step 301). The profile may include the buyer and/or seller's credit information, system users 

20 (e.g., names of users, levels of security, and persons/entities having access such as controllers, 
salespersons, buyers, and/or shipping/receiving persons), business references/contacts (e.g., 
preferred buyers and/or sellers, buyer's custom purchase order), Hazard Analysis and Critical 
Control Point (HAACP) Compliance Certificate in accordance with Federal Drug Administration 
(FDA) regulations, third party site inspection information, terms and conditions of membership 

25 (e.g., information regarding a designated bank, line of credit, amount/percentage of inventory for 
posting, using Certified Insured Freight (OF)), and fee structure and payment type (e.g., annual 
fee, percentage of transaction, etc.), among other things. 

The submitted membership application goes through an automated or manual approval 
process, and is either approved or rejected (steps 303 and 305). For example, in step 303, the 

30 buyer and/or seller's profile may be verified for completeness and accuracy of information. In 
addition, the third party site inspection of parties' facilities may take into account government 
health standards, facility efficiency, and the like. If the membership application is not approved 
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in step 305, then the prospective member does not gain access rights and another membership 
application may be submitted. On the other hand, if the membership application is approved in 
step 305, then the prospective member is notified (step 307). For example, notification may 
include collecting an annual membership fee from the prospective member (e.g., the buyer and/or 
5 the seller), issuing at least one "secure" password and/or at least one user account, shipping a 
computer to the new member, and/or scheduling a training appointment for the customer/new 
member, among other things. Training may include computer installation, issuance of passwords, 
assistance with entry of inventory information (e.g., manual inventory entry, downloading 
inventory via File Transfer Protocol (FTP), Excel, and/or the like), and/or further customizing the 

10 system to the buyer and/or seller's industry (step 309). Thus, once a party obtains access to 
interactive database 213, that party may transact business over the Internet using interactive 
database 213. Ideally, numerous buyers and/or sellers would use interactive database 213 to 
transact business over the Internet. 

With respect to Figure 4, a method for transacting business between a buyer and a seller 

15 using interactive database 213 in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present 
invention is shown. Of course, the method of FIGURE 4 may be implemented for any type of 
business transaction in any applicable industry depending on the needs of the buyer and seller. 
In addition, the present invention may support multiple buyers, sellers, financial institutions, 
and/or various other parties, but is most often illustrated herein by one buyer and one seller for 

20 simplicity. In addition, a buyer (or other party) may be involved in multiple transactions 
simultaneously, as long as the party's profile (e.g., credit, funds, other financial information, etc.) 
is adequate. By way of illustration, one embodiment of the method in FIGURE 4 may be 
implemented in the context of a buyer and a seller in the perishable food industry such as the 
seafood industry, for example. For simplicity, exemplary information will be discussed in the 

25 context of the seafood industry, but is not limited as such. The buyer and/or the seller access 
interactive database 213 (step 401 ). By way of illustration, a web page 601 in accordance with 
an exemplary embodiment of the present invention that the buyer and/or seller may encounter in 
attempting to access interactive database 213 is illustrated in FIGURE 6. Hie buyer and/or seller 
may be required to have predetermined access rights as discussed above in order to enter 

30 interactive database 213 by way of using a user identification (I.D.) code, e.g., a user I.D., 
password, I.D. number, etc. 
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The seller (S) enters information into interactive database 213, such as inventory including 
product information, SKU numbers, fresh or frozen characteristics of the seafood (e.g., fresh may 
be date stamped), type of seafood (e.g., species name, Latin, common, colloquial, etc.), sales 
information (e.g., price, quantity, inventory update), buyer information, and/or the like (step 403). 
5 Additionally, the seller may update/change certain passwords and levels of access, 
identify/update existing buyers, access information on weather, rules and regulations relevant to 
the fishing and/or seafood industry, Fish & Game, Coast Guard, marine and fishing equipment, 
run reports for accounting, inventory, and/or sales, and the like. In this way, product information 
and changes are in substantially real-time and sales may take place 24 hours a day and 7 seven 

10 days a week, thereby allowing all parties to have access to the continuously changing information 
as the changes are made. Also, the interactive database may mirror the seller's SKU numbers, 
for example, in order to facilitate integration and communication. In addition, the buyer (B) may 
update/change certain password information, levels of access, existing sellers, and/or Freight On 
Board (FOB) points/locations, customize purchase order information, run reports for accounting, 

15 inventory, and/or sales, and/or the like, for example. Step 403 may occur continuously and 
simultaneously in accordance with the other method steps in FIGURE 4. 

The buyer having a buyer profile may search interactive database 213 using various search 
criteria, such as price, quantity, fresh or frozen characteristics of the seafood, packaging, and/or 
type or species of seafood, for example (step 405). In addition, the buyer may identify existing 

20 sellers. The buyer may also select one or more products, including species, quantity, price, 
fresh/frozen, packaging, and the like, and confirm the selection(s). For example, confirmation 
may be in the buyer's country currency, and include product cost, freight, CIF, tariffs, duties, 
and/or transaction fees. For example, FIGURE 7 illustrates a web page 701 in accordance with 
an exemplary embodiment of the present invention, where the buyer may enter the type of 

25 seafood desired (e.g., fresh water), make an individual selection (e.g., oysters) or multiple 
selections (e.g., shell fish), and purchase the desired seafood. In addition, interactive database 
213 may have the capability of shipping to multiple FOB sites via different modes of 
transportation, so that the buyer may select various drop shipping points. Also, the buyer may 
rely on previously selected FOB sites, where interactive database 213 may re-count such 

30 information. 

Also, by way of illustration, a web page 801 in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention that the buyer and/or seller may encounter in selecting 
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one or more products is illustrated in FIGURE 8. Web page 801 identifies the buyer as "Sam 
Flying Fish Co." and displays various seafood items that the buyer has selected to purchase, 
including the product, size, packaging (e.g., fresh/frozen), quality, origin, label, quantity, and 
price per pound, for example. Of course, as discussed above, the exemplary embodiments are 
5 illustrated in the context of the seafood industry; as such, various information illustrated 

herein would be different or varied in other industries depending on the various needs of that 
specific industry- In this exemplary embodiment, confirming the choice may include adding 
drop shipping points, where interactive database 213 stores worldwide FOB information in 
connection with the buyer. For example, the buyer may have multiple business locations or 

10 sell to customers having multiple business locations. In addition, the price may be confirmed 
including product fee, freight fee, and transaction fee in the specified country's currency. A 
web page 901 in FIGURE 9 further illustrates such purchase order, shipping, and fee 
information in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. For 
example, web page 901 displays the product, size, packaging, quality, origin, label, quantity in 

15 pounds, price per pound, freight price per pound, total prices, total sale price, shipping 
information, payment options, order date, and delivery date. Of course, various other 
information may also or alternatively be displayed depending on the industry and/or use for 
which interactive database 213 is implemented. Optionally, in order to further provide a 
secure environment, interactive database 213 may require confirmation of the buyer's personal 

20 identification (LD.) number, for example. 

In step 407, once the buyer confirms the selection (i.e., buys the product), then 
interactive database 213 confirms the purchase by placing a hold on the product in accordance 
with the information confirmed in step 405 above. Placing a hold on the product/inventory 
removes it from the inventory available for sale. By way of illustration, in FIGURE 10 r an 

25 exemplary web page 1 001 illustrates inventory that has been updated to reflect the buyer's 
confirmed choice for purchase in FIGURE 9. In this way, the inventory placed on hold 
reflects the confirmed choice made in the exemplary web page in FIGURE 9. At this point, 
interactive database 213 transmits the order information to a clearinghouse. The order 
information may include the buyer, species purchased, quantity, price, packaging, destination 

30 of order, and/or the seller, among other information. In addition, in step 407, the 

clearinghouse transmits information to at least one of the buyer's bank, the buyer, and the 
seller. For example, the buyer's bank may be in the buyer's country of origin, where the bank 
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checks the buyer's designated account and verifies the buyer's available credit in accordance 
with the buyer's order. The buyer and/or seller may receive information including 
confirmation (e.g., via electronic mail) from the clearinghouse, pending order information, 
species, quantity, price, packaging, shipping information (e.g., destination, projected ship 
5 date), and the like. 

The seller is contractually obligated not to sell inventory in connection with the 
buyer's order that is posted in the interactive database when the interactive database places a 
hold on the inventory listed in the buyer's order (step 409). In this way, the product in 
connection with the buyer's order will not be available for sale to other buyers/parties. Next, 

10 a determination is made as to whether the buyer's credit is approved (step 411). The various 
information for approving the buyer's credit may include credit history, current credit limit, 
any outstanding account issues, recouping of payment, and the like. For example, the 
determination regarding the buyer's credit may be made via a shipper financial institution, 
e.g., a bank. As such, the shipper financial institution may notify the clearinghouse that the 

15 buyer's credit is approved (step 413). For example, the various notifications could be via 
electronic mail, fax, telephone, other electronic methods, mail, or the like. In addition, 
notification may include information regarding the product sold, the amount of the product 
(e.g., number of pounds of seafood), price of the product, the date and time of the sale, the 
projected ship date, and the like. If the buyer's credit is approved, then the clearinghouse 

20 directs the shipper financial institution (e.g., bank) to place a hold on the buyer's account (e.g., 
funds) in accordance with the buyer's order. As such, placing a hold on the buyer's account 
and/or funds reduces liability and other complications for the parties awaiting payment (e.g., 
the seller, the shipper, and/or interactive database 213), because the funds may be guaranteed 
by the financial institution (e.g., an insured bank). Moreover, the shipper financial institution 

25 may be one or more national and/or international banks that may expedite transfer of funds, so 
that the complexities of using international currency may be addressed by using interactive 
database 213. On the other hand, if the buyer's credit is not approved, then the hold placed on 
the inventory and/or the buyer's account (e.g., funds, credit, etc.) is released so that other 
buyers may request the released inventory (step 415). In addition, the buyer may resume 

30 searching interactive database 213 in order to attempt another transaction. 

The method of FIGURE 4 continues in FIGURE 5 further illustrating the method for 
transacting business between the buyer and the seller using interactive database 213 in 
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accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. Assuming that the 
buyer's credit is approved, so that the clearinghouse is notified in step 413, the clearinghouse 
notifies at least one of the buyer, seller, shipper, interactive database 213, and the inspector for 
the CIF of the approved buyer's order information (step 517). Of course, notifying at least 
5 one of the buyer, the seller, or the shipper may also include specifying pickup and delivery 
terms for the shipper (e.g., product, seller's address, packaging, buyer's information such as 
address and/or drop shipment points, and the like); confirming purchase terms for the buyer 
and/or seller (e.g., product, cost, projected shipment date, etc.); and notifying the inspector for 
CIF to inspect the product to be shipped. For example, the shipper may include a major 

10 transporter for air, sea, and/or land (e.g., Federal Express SM and/or United Parcel Service SM ), so 
that more efficient worldwide transport of the product may be available. Further, the shipper 
may provide CIF to help insure a quality product to the buyer. At the same time, shipping via 
CIF reduces liability and other complications for the other parties (e.g., the seller, interactive 
database host, etc.), such that most defects with respect to the shipment will be covered by 

1 5 insurance. Step 517 may also include interactive database 213 confirming the transaction and 
confirming the hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank, and further notifying the buyer, 
seller, and/or shipper of the projected delivery terms (e.g., product, cost, delivery date, etc.). 
In one embodiment of the present invention, notifying at least one of the buyer, the seller, or 
the shipper occurs essentially instantaneously. 

20 Interactive database 213 creates an invoice, such as a numbered invoice for a 

transaction fee, and the seller creates an internal accounting of the transaction (e.g., record, 
bill of material, such as species, weight, and/or packaging) and prepares the product for 
shipment (e.g., in accordance with interactive database's 213 specifications and materials 
packaging) in step 519. Once the product is ready for delivery, the inspector for CIF is 

25 notified of the upcoming inspection and/or projected shipment date and inspects the shipment 
(step 521). In addition, the shipper creates a bill of lading, the material is picked-up for 
delivery to the buyer, and the seller creates an internal accounting (e.g., accounts receivable). 
By way of illustration, in the past, delivery of payment may have been within 30-120 days 
from creation of an account receivable, whereas, in accordance with an exemplary 

30 embodiment of the present invention, payment may be within about 24-48 hours from creation 
of the account receivable. Of course, payment may be faster or slower depending on the 
technology available for transfer of funds, for example. The seller may reduce inventory, 
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begin order tracking, and the like. 

The shipper delivers the product to the buyer (e.g., could be at multiple drop points) 
within a specified period of time (e.g., 24-48 hours) in step 523. Depending on the terms and 
conditions of the buyer's membership terms, the product is delivered within a specified time 
5 to the requested destination. For example, a buyer may require shipment of the product within 
24 to 48 hours from the time the order was placed. Of course the specified time and the 
requested destination may vary for each buyer depending on the terms and conditions of the 
buyer's membership terms or some other specified means. In addition, one buyer may have 
more than one variation of time and destination terms depending on the extent of the buyer's 

1 0 business needs. At this point, the buyer may accept the product (e.g., sign the bill of lading). 
Once the transaction is complete, the shipper notifies the clearinghouse. The clearinghouse 
notifies the buyer's bank to indicate that the transaction is complete (step 525). As discussed 
above, once the buyer's bank is notified, the buyer's bank may release the r buyer*s funds, 
deposit the funds in the shipper's financial institution (e.g., in the buyer's country of 

1 5 residence), and restore the buyer's credit information. For example, depending on the terms 
and conditions of various agreements between the financial institution and the interactive 
database host, the payments may be made in real time or alternatively within a specified 
timeline. At this point, the buyer's bank notifies the clearinghouse that the funds transfer is 
complete. 

20 Finally, the clearinghouse directs the shipper's financial institution to send payment to 

at least one of the seller, the shipper, and interactive database 213, in their respective countries 
of origin (step 527). Once again payment may be within about 24-48 hours from creation of. 
the account receivable. Once interactive database 213 receives payment, interactive database 
processes the payment (e.g., credits the invoice/transaction fee) and the relevant inventory is 

25 deleted from the hold inventory leaving only transactions not completed. Once the transaction 
between the buyer and the seller is completed, the buyer may either exit access to interactive 
database 213 or proceed with another transaction. Of course, one or more parties may access 
interactive database 213 at any time having real-time access to relevant information. 
FIGURES 4 and 5 provide an exemplary embodiment of a method of the present invention for 

30 transacting business between a buyer and a seller. Of course, the method may involve 

multiple buyers, sellers, and/or various other parties. In addition, the various steps are not 
illustrated in order, but rather provide one exemplary embodiment of one exemplary 



- 16- 



WO 01/03043 



PCT/US00/18456 



transaction between a buyer and a seller. 

Referring now to FIGURE 1 1, a system 1101 illustrates an exemplary transaction between 
a seller 1103 and a buyer 1105 using an interactive database 1107 in accordance with an 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention. Of course, the buyer and/or seller may be from 
5 various countries worldwide, and additionally, there may be one or more buyers, sellers, and/or 
other parties/entities involved in various transactions. Different aspects of the transaction 
between seller 1 103 and buyer 1 105 are illustrated in various method steps. Seller 1 103 posts 
inventory by inputting information into interactive database 1107, where interactive database 
1 107 may be part of an extranet (step 1 121), as described above. Buyer 1 105 selects and submits 

10 a request to purchase one or more products via interactive database 1 1 07 (step 1 122). Once buyer 
1 105 selects and corifirnis purchase of one or more products, the specified inventory is locked-out 
(i.e., placed on hold). A shipper 1 108 system (e.g., an international shipper, such as Federal 
Express SM , United Parcel Service 5 " , and/or the like) may include a clearinghouse 1 1 09 system 
and/or one or more bank 1111 systems that associate with shipper 1 1 08 system. 

15 The clearinghouse 11 09 may either approve or reject buyer's 1 105 prospective purchase 

(step 1 123). If clearinghouse 1 109 approves the prospective purchase, a hold may be placed on 
buyer's 1105 funds in buyer's bank (e.g., a Mexican bank, for example) in step 1124. 
Alternatively, if clearinghouse 1 109 rejects buyer's 1 105 prospective purchase, then the locked- 
out inventory is released. Once the locked-out inventory is released, other buyers/parties may 

20 select and/or purchase the specified inventory. Seller 1 1 03 ships the product(s) via shipper 1 1 08 
to buyer 1 105 (step 1 125). Buyer 1 105 accepts the product(s) (e.g., accepts the delivery and/or 
signs for the delivery) in step 1 126. Optionally, clearinghouse 1 1 09 directs bank 1 1 1 3 to obtain 
the money from buyer's bank in Mexico and directs bank 1115 to make payment to the seller 
1 103 in the seller's country of origin (e.g., USA). Finally, bank 1111 pays interactive database 

25 1107 and shipper 1108 in order to complete the transaction (step 1128). System 1101 is 
alternatively illustrated in a process flow diagram 1201 in FIGURE 12 in accordance with an 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention. Process flow diagram 1201 illustrates various 
parties on the x-axis and time/sequence on the y-axis, where the various arrows correlate to the 
method steps of FIGURE 1 1 . 

30 Thus, the present invention allows for substantially real-time exchange of information 

between parties. Of course, the present invention may also be implemented using existing 
bulletin boards, auctions, known multiple buyer and/or seller procurement systems (e.g., via the 
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Internet), and the like. Although the invention has been described herein with reference to the 
appended drawing figures, it will be appreciated that the scope of the invention is not so limited. 
Various modifications in the design and implementation of various components and method steps 
discussed herein may be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention, as set 
5 forth in the appended claims. 
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CLAIMS 

What is claimed is: 

1 1 . A method for transacting business over a network between a buyer and a 

2 seller, comprising the steps of: 

3 providing an interactive database for on-line interactive communications; 

4 allowing access to the interactive database and receiving information in 

5 connection with a transaction; 

6 receiving a request for a product in connection with the inputted information, 

7 wherein the request for the product locks out the requested product information; 

8 routing information in connection with the request to a clearinghouse for 

9 approval, wherein the clearinghouse accepts or rejects the request based on the 

10 buyer's profile; 

1 1 notifying at least one of a shipper, the buyer, and the seller, if the 

12 clearinghouse accepts the request; and 

13 releasing the requested product information if the clearinghouse rejects the 

14 request. 
15 

2. The method of claim 1 , further comprising at least one of the steps of: 

placing a hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank in connection with the 



requested information; 

releasing at least a first portion of the buyer's funds from the buyer's bank to a 
shipper financial institution; 

releasing at least a second portion of the buyer's funds from the shipper 
financial institution to the seller via a second shipper financial institution; and 

releasing at least a third portion of the buyer's funds via at least one of the 
shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial institution, or a third shipper 
financial institution to the interactive database. 

3 . The method of claim 2, wherein the method further includes providing at least 
one of the buyer's bank, the shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial 
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institution, or the third shipper financial institution originating in different countries. 

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the method further includes providing at least 
one of the buyer, the seller, or the interactive database originating in different 
countries. 

5. The method of claim 1 , further comprising the step of limiting access to the 
on-line interactive communications via an extranet. 

6. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of notifying at least one of a shipper, 
the buyer, and the seller, if the clearinghouse accepts the request, comprises at least 
one of the steps of: 

specifying pickup and delivery terms for the shipper; 

notifying the buyer of the approval of the request and specifying the purchase 

terms; 

delivering at least one of a good or a service to the buyer; 

generating a delivery confirmation and sending the delivery confirmation to 
the clearinghouse; and 

collecting a payment from a financial institution, and distributing the payment 
to at least one of the interactive database and the seller. 

7. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of notifying at least one of a shipper, 
the buyer, and the seller occurs substantially real-time. 

8. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of accessing the interactive database 
includes having predetermined access rights. 

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the step of having predetermined access rights 
includes at least one of collecting an annual fee from at least one of the buyer and the 
seller, obtaining at least one password, or preparing a user account. 
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10. The method of claim 1, wherein the request for a product is in connection with 
the seafood industry. 

1 1 . The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of submitting a request for a product 
includes submitting a request for an amount of seafood. 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the interactive database is implemented using 
different languages in different countries. 

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the buyer's profile includes.at least one of 
credit information, system user information, business reference information, an 
HAACP Compliance Certificate, third party site inspection information, transaction 
terms and conditions, and payment type. 

14. A method for transacting business over a network between a buyer and a 
seller, comprising the steps of: 

providing an interactive database for on-line interactive communications; 
receiving information for the interactive database in connection with a 
transaction; 

receiving a request for a product in connection with the received information,- 
wherein the request for the product locks out the requested product information; 

routing information in connection with the request to a clearinghouse for 
approval, wherein the clearinghouse accepts or rejects the request based on the 
buyer's profile; 

notifying at least one of a shipper, the buyer, and the seller, if the 
clearinghouse accepts the request; and 

releasing the requested product information if the clearinghouse rejects the 
request. 
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15. The method of claim 14, further comprising at least one of the steps of: 
placing a hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank in connection with the 

requested information; 

releasing at least a first portion of the buyer's funds from the buyer's bank to a 
shipper financial institution; 

releasing at least a second portion of the buyer's funds from the shipper 
financial institution to the seller via a second shipper financial institution; and 

releasing at least a third portion of the buyer's funds via at least one of the 
shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial institution, or a third shipper 
financial institution to the interactive database. 

1 6. The method of claim 15, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer's bank, the shipper financial institution, the second shipper 
financial institution, or the third shipper financial institution originating in different 
countries. 

1 7. The method of claim 1 4, further comprising the step of limiting access to the 
on-line interactive communications via an extranet. 

18. The method of claim 14, wherein the step of notifying at least one of a shipper, 
the buyer, and the seller, if the clearinghouse accepts the request, comprises at least , 
one of the steps of: 

specifying pickup and delivery terms for the shipper; 

notifying the buyer of the approval of the request and specifying the purchase 

terms; 

delivering at least one of a good or a service to the buyer; 

generating a delivery confirmation and sending the delivery confirmation to 
the clearinghouse; and 

collecting a payment from a financial institution, and distributing the payment 
to the interactive database and the seller. 
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19. The method of claim 14, wherein the inputted information and the requested 
information are updated in substantially real-time. 

20. The method of claim 14, wherein the step of providing an interactive database 
for on-line interactive communications includes predetermined access rights. 

21 . The method of claim 14, wherein the request for a product is in connection 
with the seafood industry. 

22. A method for operating an interactive database for transacting business over a 
network between a buyer and a seller, comprising the steps of: 

receiving information in connection with a transaction; 

receiving a request for a product in connection with the received information; 

routing information in connection with the request to a clearinghouse for 
approval, wherein the clearinghouse accepts or rejects the request based on the 
buyer's profile; 

notifying at least one of a shipper, the buyer, and the seller, if the 
clearinghouse accepts the request; and, 

releasing at least a first portion of the buyer's funds from the buyer's bank to a 
shipper financial institution. 

23. The method of claim 22, further comprising at least one of the steps of: 
placing a hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank in connection with the 

requested information; 

instructing the shipper financial institution to release at least a second portion 
of the buyer's funds from the shipper financial institution to the seller via a second 
shipper financial institution; and 

releasing at least a third portion of the buyer's funds via at least one of the 
shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial institution, or a third shipper 
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financial institution to the interactive database. 

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer's bank, the shipper financial institution, the second shipper 
financial institution, or the third shipper financial institution originating in different 
countries. 

25. The method of claim 23, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer, the seller, or the interactive database originating in different 
countries. 

26. The method of claim 22, further comprising the step of limiting access to the 
on-line interactive communications via an extranet. 

27. The method of claim 22, further comprising the step of locking out the 
requested information in connection with the product. 

28. A method for transacting business over a network between a buyer and a 
seller, comprising the steps of: 

accessing an interactive database for on-line interactive communications, 
wherein the interactive database includes information in connection with a 
transaction; 

submitting a request for a product in connection with the information, wherein 
the request for the product locks out the requested information and the information in 
connection with the request is routed to a clearinghouse for approval based on the 
buyer's profile; 

authorizing payment for the product so that at least one of a shipper, the buyer, 
and the seller are notified, if the clearinghouse accepts the request; and 

rejecting the payment in connection with the product, if the clearinghouse 
rejects the request so that the requested product information is released. 
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29. A method for transacting business over a network between a buyer and a 
seller, comprising the steps of: 

accessing an interactive database for on-line interactive communications, 
wherein the interactive database includes information in connection with a 
transaction; 

submitting a request for a product in connection with the information, and the 
information in connection with the request is routed to a clearinghouse for approval 
based on the buyer's profile; 

authorizing payment for the product so that at least one of a shipper, the buyer, 
and the seller are notified, if the clearinghouse accepts the request; 

releasing at least a first portion of the buyer's funds from the buyer's bank to a 
shipper financial institution; and 

rejecting the payment in connection with the product, if the clearinghouse 
rejects the request, so that the requested product information is released. 

30. The method of claim 29, further comprising at least one of the steps of: 
placing a hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank in connection with the 

requested information; 

releasing at least a second portion of the buyer's funds from the shipper 
financial institution to the seller via a second shipper financial institution; and 

releasing at least a third portion of the buyer's funds via at least one of the 
shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial institution, or a third shipper 
financial institution to the interactive database. 

3 1 . The method of claim 30, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer's bank, the shipper financial institution, the second shipper 
financial institution, or the third shipper financial institution originating in different 
countries. 
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32. The method of claim 30, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer, the seller, or the interactive database originating in different 
countries. 

33. The method of claim 29, further comprising the step of limiting access to the 
on-line interactive communications via an extranet, 

34. The method of claim 29, further comprising the step of locking out the 
requested product information in connection with the product. 

35. A method for transacting business over a network between a buyer and a seller 
using an interactive database for on-line interactive communications, comprising the 
steps of: 

communicating with the interactive database and exchanging information in 
connection with a transaction; 

communicating with a clearinghouse for routing information in connection 
with a buyer's request, wherein the clearinghouse accepts or rejects the request based 
on the buyer's profile; 

receiving notification from the clearinghouse, if the clearinghouse accepts the 
request; 

placing a hold on the buyer's funds at the buyer's bank in connection with the 
requested product information; 

releasing at least a first portion of the buyer's funds from the buyer's bank to a 
shipper financial institution; 

releasing at least a second portion of the buyer's funds from the shipper 
financial institution to the seller via a second shipper financial institution; and 

releasing at least a third portion of the buyer's funds via at least one of the 
shipper financial institution, the second shipper financial institution, or a third shipper 
financial institution to the interactive database. 
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36. The method of claim 35, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer's bank, the shipper financial institution, the second shipper 
financial institution, or the third shipper financial institution originating in different 
countries. 

37. The method of claim 35, wherein the method further includes providing at 
least one of the buyer, the seller, or the interactive database originating in different 
countries. 
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